THE USE OF RATS IN VIVISECTION 

In 2004, I was a lecturer in the Department of Medical Biosciences of the University of the Western Cape.  This department carries out a considerable amount of vivisection, notably on rats.  For instance, rats are killed just to get at their testicles in order to perform experiments on the tubes which carry the sperm. Other experiments in the field of human physiology are also performed on these rats.  One wonders just what applications such experiments can have to humans.  It is well-known that one cannot extrapolate results from one species onto another.  It is not safe, does not work and represents bad science.  

One morning, I chanced to go into the room where the rats are housed to be greeted with an horrific experience.  This is an accurate account of it:  

"I was absolutely appalled to see the conditions under which these very sentient, intelligent and affectionate living beings were kept.  The stench in that room was too unbearable.  It grabbed me by the throat and left me choking and coughing. One could clearly smell the ammonia in the air.   Further, one could see that the cages of these rats had not been cleaned out for a long time.  The battery cages were far too small for the number of rats they housed in each, and the rat faeces was something like three inches thick on the bottom of the catch trays under the cages.  And these rats had the driest coats I had ever seen.  Their water bottles had not been cleaned out, leaving these rats to drink dirty water.  The rat cubes they were given for food also did not look very fresh, and showed signs of moldiness. And I could see that there had been signs of fighting because of lack of stimulation and the type of deprived existence these rats were in.  It broke my heart to see all of this, and I went home to my Little Friend (my pet rat) and just hugged him, and told him that his life was one of luxury compared to the lives of these other poor rats.  He was free-range and slept on my bed. He is now deceased - of old age."

Although rats appear to have small brains, they have an enormous capacity for learning, problem solving, and conscious decision making and even mourning. They also demonstrate a sense of humour, playfulness, altruistic (compassionate) behaviour, and much more besides. In addition, they display a wide range of facial expressions. It would further appear that they are also able to distinguish between right and wrong.  In his behavioural studies on rats, Professor Jaak Panksepp, Distinguished Research Professor of Psychology, and Professor of Psychiatry at the Bowling Green State University of Ohio, USA, discovered that rats emit ultrasound (sounds not heard by human ears) during play that is the equivalent of human laughter.  They also emit these sounds whenever they are played with by humans.  Professor Panksepp said: "Our work shows that rats are highly emotional creatures, with some basic feelings similar to our own.  Few people realise how emotionally sophisticated these little guys are.  The scientific world has vastly underestimated their emotional capacities. . . things that you can only see once you have become friendly with them."

 

In many cases, rats and mice, whether they are bred for pets or for reptile food, or for laboratory experimentation are raised in environmentally deprived conditions.  Numerous observational scientific studies have proven that rats who are given the opportunity to interact with other rats while playing on toys have more developed brains and are smarter on a number of tests.  Raising these animals in a deprived environment is not humane and should be stopped.  They need and deserve habitats that are enriched with opportunities to exercise and play just like other animals.  However, I am of the staunch opinion that the practice of raising rats or any other animal for pet shops, reptile food or laboratories should be stopped altogether.   Such practices only foster contempt for these animals who are not regarded as living beings but rather as commercial commodities.

            Rats, especially, are fastidiously clean animals and if left alone, will spend many hours grooming themselves.  They discard dirty bedding, and will attempt to gather clean materials for nest-building. That rats spread plague is now being contested.  It is thought that plague is spread by the human flea and not the rat flea.  It is further argued that unsanitary and garbage-infested conditions imposed on the environment by humans have led to more disease than could ever have been caused by any animal species.  

 

Pet rats and those rescued from laboratories and who have become pets bond strongly to their owners, love to play and demonstrate affection to their owners.  All rats have the potential to form these bonds with humans, not just those specifically raised as pets.  Those kept in laboratories all deserve to be treated with the same care and kindness as other animals.  In fact, rats are amongst those animals who thrive upon affection and attention.  Just as dogs like to lick their humans, so do rats, and often display their affection towards people in this way.  

Further, rats may even display altruism to others of the colony. In 1993, I had two very old and frail unrelated female rats who formed an exceptionally close bond and who would sleep together, bring food to each other, and look out for each other. The altruism between them was incredible.     

 

In Hans Ruesch's Slaughter of the Innocent, he mentions two incidences where rats have been seen to demonstrate this altruism:  

 

"When rats discover poisoned food morsels, they cover them with their faeces, to warn other less perceptive members of the community."

 

"A British miner once saw two large rats proceeding slowly along a roadside, each holding one end of a straw in its mouth.  The miner clubbed one of them to death.  To his surprise, the other rat didn't move, so the miner bent down to observe it more closely.  It was blind and was being led by the other." 

Mass breeders simply consider these animals to be "stock".  Care for these animals is obviously lacking, and most of them have some sort of health problem. The most common problem is Mycoplasma pneumonia, but skin parasites are also common, along with fungal infections, and frequent behavioural problems due to improper socialisation.  Rats are highly sociable creatures, and have a very high need for proper socialisation.  In the wild, they form very complex and functional societies.  As far back as 1977, Lore and Flannelly stated in Scientific American that rats survive by means of complex social mechanisms that ensure communal peace, equal opportunity between the sexes and early learning of vital information about the environment. Rat "societies" have a highly organised social structure where there is a significant amount of communication between the animals.  Such principles may be applied to domesticated rats as well, who are not so far removed from their wild counterparts. Invariably, laboratory rats are kept in cramped, overcrowded cages without the opportunity for exercise, proper interaction, let alone mental stimulation.  These rats have no variety in their diet, have to sip water unnaturally from water bottles, and cannot get away from their own excrement.  They are often handled insensitively by technicians who see them as nothing more than tools.   

 

Many people see rats and mice as nothing more than vermin and are not concerned about the fact that they can suffer just as much as other animals.  However, they do suffer, and this needs to be addressed.  The suffering of rats and mice is no less significant than that of the larger animals such as cats, dogs and primates.  

Whilst I am vehemently opposed to ALL forms of vivisection, and campaign for the ultimate abolition of this heinous practice, I maintain that if rats, or any other species of animal are to be used for experimentation, then they should be housed in a hygienic, enriched and nutritionally sound environment.  In other words, they should be properly cared for.   They should be allowed to approximate their natural conditions.  I further maintain that the vivisectionist should himself/herself be directly responsible for the feeding and care for the experimental animal and they should be required to interact with them on a regular basis. Maybe, then, there might be some compassion instilled into these people so as to convince them that these animals are worthy of being left alone in peace, and not harmed in any way.   Such care should not be left to a third party.

            I was profoundly disturbed by the state of affairs in the rat room and set about taking action.  Since I did not have any authority at the University, I set about seeking help.  After much searching and consultation, I was able to get hold of a veterinary surgeon in the greater Cape Town area (he wishes to remain anonymous at this point) and who is on the panel of inspectors who inspect the animal rooms at the various universities.  I sent him this report and also spoke to him over the phone about the situation.  I could not really do much since I was out of the Department by then. (Not to mention that my anti-vivisection stance was well-known to the staff there, and I was always regarded with much suspicion.)  He arranged an inspection of the above rat room, and found my report to be very accurate.  Since then, some "cages have been rattled" so to speak, and action has been taken to improve the living conditions of these rats.  It will not come right overnight, but at least the wheels have been set in motion to monitor the situation on a regular basis.  Personally, I would like to see all animals removed completely from vivisection, but I realise that singly, I cannot change the ways of the world.  We need solidarity amongst those people who are opposed to vivisection to make this a better world for all concerned and to remove animals from the clutches of bad science.  Please help us to help those who rely on us for their existence.  It is their right. 





© Colleen McDuling  BSc (Med)(Hons), MSc (Med. Sci.)





2005
